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Two Boys Escape Fiery 

tunnel entrance where 
they both scrambled up 


Two North Chatham boys 
scrambled past death by sec- 
onds February 13th when 
flames raged through a tun- 
nel and cave they had built 
beneath 200 bales of dry hay. 

Both 10 years old, the 
boys were playing that Sat- 
urday afternoon in a barn 
owned by Mrs. Henry C. Hurt 
just off Route 832 one mile 
east of Chatham. Under Vir- 
ginia law, officials with- 
held the names of the boys. 

In interviews with the 
News & Gossip , the boys ex- 
plained that they had fash- 
ioned a cave at the end of 
the tunnel, deep under the 
bales of hay stacked above. 
"It was dark and cold down 
there," said one boy. "But 
it was a great hideout." 

They cleared off the hay 
on the bottom of the cave, 
leaving bare ground, and 
then brought in some damp 
hay from outside for extra 
safety. One boy had a bu- 
tane cigarette lighter he 
had found that morning. 
Feeling sure adequate pre- 
cautions had been taken, 
he ignited a few pieces 
of hay to illuminate the 
dark cave. Within sec- 
onds, briskly crackling 
flames raced up the tin- 
dery walls of hay. 

"All of a sudden, fire 
was everywhere. I didn't 
think there was any way 
we could get out , " said 
one boy, who lunged for 
the escape tunnel. "But 
I could hear my friend 
behind me, and he was 
praying and saying he 
hoped God would take him 
to heaven. I thought he 
had frozen, that he was- 
n't going to move." The 
boy turned back and pul- 
led his friend who had 
hesitated over to the 


the passageway. 

Uninjured, the boys ran 
the quarter-mile to Mrs. 
Hurt's house and told her 
the barn was burning. By 
then a passing sheriff's 
deputy had spotted the 
fire and reported it. 

But the fire was out of 
control by the time the 
fire trucks arrived. The 
bam was completely des- 
troyed. 

Fire Chief Landon Wor- 
sham looked at the blaz- 
ing structure and said, 
"Those boys were mighty 
lucky to get out of that 
alive." 


Death 

Tom White, an investi- 
gator for the sheriff's 
office, arrived immedi- 
ately and began interro- 
gating the boys in the 
presence of their par- 
ents. But the origin of 
the fire remained un- 
clear. 

Some hours later, on 
his own, one of the boys 
gave a full account to 
his parents and then 
went to the sheriff's 
office where he descri- 
bed the true events to 
Investigator White. 

Plans were made for 
Fire Chief Worsham to 
meet with the boys to 
discuss fire safety. 


Personal Analyses 

My parents have told me ever since I can remember that 
almost nothing is more important than not fooling with fire, 
especially around hay. They said that one spark could burn 
down a whole barn. I knew that some of what they said was 
true, but I thought they didn't really mean all of it. 

After we told my grandmother the barn was burning, we 
went with her back to the fire. There were three fire 
trucks and a lot of policemen standing around with about 
a hundred other people. All of them were asking us how the 
fire started. 

I try to always tell the truth, but there just wasn't 
any way I could tell my grandmother- and the police that we 
had started the fire. So we told everybody we didn't know 
how the fire started. 

Mr. Tom White of the sheriff's office, who questioned 
us, sort of makes you want to tell the truth. But we 
were so scared of what might happen if we told him we 
started the fire. Later that night I told my parents 
the truth and I felt a lot happier. The next morning 
my father took me to the sheriff's office and I went 
in and told Mr. Tom White what really happened. I was 
pretty scared about it. Mr. White didn't have to be 
nice, but he was. I felt even better after that. 

I hope that anyone thinking about playing with fire 
will remember what almost happened to us. Everyone 
agrees we came within seconds of being burned up. And 
it is awful that the barn and hay are gone forever.. 

If you ever do anything this stupid, you should tell 
the truth right away instead of putting it off. I've 
learned that no matter what, the truth will come out, 
and you and everybody else will feel much better as 
soon as it does. — By Charlie Hurt 



